Objective: To describe the rationale and methods for a European project (EFCOSUM) to develop a method for a European food consumption survey that delivers internationally comparable data on a set of policy-relevant nutritional indicators. Rationale and methods: Currently Member States are collecting data and information for use at national level. At an international level, such data are often of limited comparability and of varying quality. To promote the development and exchange of adequate, reliable and comparable indicators of public health, and the structures needed to exchange the relevant data, a programme of Community action on health monitoring was set up for the EU.
Introduction
The activities of the European Union in the field of public health need to be underpinned by high-quality information which has been analysed effectively and presented in appropriate ways to those who make or influence decisions. Health monitoring is an essential part of the policy cycle leading from policy formulation through planning to implementation and evaluation. European Union health monitoring information will also help Member States carry out their own public health responsibilities by providing comparative information.
Currently Member States are collecting data and information for the purposes of use at national level. Such data are often of limited comparability and of varying quality. Besides, there is limited coordination of the data collection and there are still important gaps in the data available on a number of important diseases and determinants of diseases.
To promote the development and exchange of adequate, reliable and comparable indicators of public health, and the structures needed to exchange the relevant data, a programme of Community action on health monitoring was set up (European Parliament, 1997) . The programme should work through making use of the expertise built-up in the Member States and act as a co-ordinating force between them.
The objective of the action programme is to contribute to the establishment of a Community Health Monitoring System, which makes it possible to: measure health status, trends and determinants throughout the Community; facilitate the planning, monitoring and evaluation of Community programmes and action; provide Member States with appropriate health information to make comparisons and support their national health policies.
European Health Monitoring System
The improvement of information exchange is a key element for the future development of public health in the Community. With regard to public health the Community has to deal with new challenges, changed circumstances and the greater role envisaged for public health in the Amsterdam Treaty. Drawing from these factors and the experience of the existing framework, the future public health policy should comprise three strands of action (comprising communication COM(98)230 of 15.04.98):
improving information for the development of public health; reacting rapidly to threats to health; tackling health determinants through health promotion and disease prevention.
These three strands would also enable the Community to respond effectively to the challenges of enlargement, and to the issues of health requirements in other policies. To fulfil the need for rapid and reliable exchange of health information for European countries the implementation of a telematic network called EUPHIN (European Union Health Information Network) is foreseen. It will play a major role in the achievement of results for the above-mentioned strands. The sensitivity of the information to be exchanged and shared within the systems of EUPHIN plays an important role in the technical description of the network and the project organization and increases the complexity of the project (EUPHIN Management Summary, 2001) .
The EUPHIN telematic network supports several databases, among them the HIEMS database (Health Information and Exchange System of Member States). The HIEMS application is a Community-wide database for direct access to answer questions related to health issues coming up from the European Community; it is developed for the Health Monitoring Programme.
The health indicators in the HIEMS database relate to demographic and socio-economic factors, health status, determinants of health and health systems (ECHI, 2001) . Nutritional indicators belong to the set of determinants of health. In view of the width of the database only a limited number of nutritional indicators is foreseen. In this context it is important to note that the aim of the health monitoring programme is policy oriented, and evidence based but not research oriented.
To enable the linking of different databases data fusion can be applied (Van der Putten, 2000) . Datafusion is based on the use of key entries, which are present in (all) the different databases and defined in the same way. After proper linking of these databases additional=secondary analyses can be made. This in order to give answers to questions which cannot be answered by simply looking to individual datasets who each give insight in part of the problem at stake. With regard to health status this could apply for example to linking datasets on physical activity with datasets on diet.
With regard to nutrition, therefore, there is a need for a limited set of policy-relevant dietary indicators, that are comparable among Member States. Incorporation of these data in the database HIEMS should make them accessible to all Member States via the telematic network EUPHIN.
European Food Consumption Survey Method (EFCOSUM)
Of the many determinants of health, diet is one which can be improved by appropriate intervention measures. European guidelines for healthy diets and lifestyles were developed within the EURODIET project (Eurodiet Core Report, 2001 ). To assess the need for intervention and to evaluate the effect of measures taken, the monitoring of diet over prolonged periods of time is essential. In the field of nutrition, however, there is a regrettable lack of internationally comparable data. In the final report of SCOOP Task 7.1.1 (1997) in which 14 European States participated, it is concluded that detailed evaluation of dietary intake in Europe is not possible, despite the fact that dietary intake data were available for most of the participating Member States. At present there are several European initiatives to improve the comparability of national food consumption data, such as the DAFNE project (Data Food Networking; Trichopoulou & Naska, 2001 ) and the EPIC study (European Prospective Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition; Riboli, 1992) . Each of these projects is carried out in a different subset of Member States, in different population samples and has different aims. The progress produced in each of these projects could form the starting point for a truly European food consumption surveillance, delivering internationally comparable data on individual consumption on a regular basis. Other projects currently in progress or in preparation within the EC focus on other indicators=determinants of health status, lifestyle and health habits as well as indicators related to living and working conditions. Therefore, it is important that the data set of a European food consumption survey is compatible with the data sets of other relevant monitoring studies.
The project 'European Food Consumption Survey Method' (EFCOSUM) aimed to define a (minimum) set of dietary components which are relevant determinants of health and to define a method for the monitoring of food consumption in nationally representative samples of all age -sex categories in Europe in a comparable way. The proposed method may be used alone, or as a calibration method to accompany existing on-going studies. The project made use of the progress made in relevant projects just recently completed or currently ongoing and was conscious of the possibility for datafusion with other health monitoring studies. With this method, it should also be possible in the future to estimate average intake and distribution among individuals of energy, macro-and micronutrients, estimate high intake levels of contaminants and additives among individuals, estimate the consumption of specific foods, and compare data from different countries. As the project progressed, the aims of the project became more focussed and this process is described in the subsequent papers. Furthermore, at the special request of the Health Monitoring Programme Committee, the project aimed to indicate how to make existing food intake data comparable and available to the Health Monitoring System.
Methods
The EFCOSUM project was carried out by 14 Member States as well as nine other European countries. Activities of the project included plenary sessions, desk research, and working group activities, building on existing experience from such projects as DAFNE, EPIC, FLAIR Eurofoods-Enfant project, COST Action 99 and others. All participating states took part in one or more working group activities, which were discussed, adapted and finally approved in plenary sessions (Brussaard et al, 2002) . The results of the working groups contributed to papers which are published in this supplement.
The work was divided into four main topics and the discussion on these topics was prepared by working groups.
Comparability of food intake assessment
The aim of this working group was to select a cost-effective method for the monitoring of food consumption in Europe, delivering internationally comparable data on individual consumption on a regular basis. This method of food intake assessment should be used alone or as calibration method for ongoing studies. The group also prepared the plenary discussions on the choice of dietary components that should belong to the minimum set of health indicators and (together with the working group on comparability of food composition tables) on the harmonization of existing food consumption data in Europe (Biró et al, 2002; Steingrímsdó ttir et al, 2002; Ovesen & Boeing, 2002; Verger et al, 2002) .
Comparability of food composition tables
The aim of working group 2 was to provide reliable and comparable data on the content of dietary components of foods in Europe. The group made use of the inventory on comparability of food composition databases=tables of Deharveng et al (1999) carried out in the EPIC context. During the course of the project it became clear that the comparability of food classification systems was an issue of utmost importance and therefore this topic was taken into account too .
Software and statistics
For this group the aim was to evaluate the existing data collection software and to work out statistical aspects, such as sample size, measurement of time trends and uniform analysis of the data. A distinction was made between the food consumption method which is used alone and which is used as calibration method Hoffmann et al, 2002; Slimani & Valsta, 2002) .
Operationalization European food consumption surveillance
The aim of working group 4 was to work out logistics in order to conduct a European food consumption surveillance using the experience of DAFNE, EPIC and other large European nutritional surveys in which food consumption data were gathered at an individual level.
The tasks of the working group involved such aspects as development of uniform sampling, recruitment and fieldwork procedures, development of a quality control system and protocols for the training of personnel .
Conclusions
A key element in the European Health Monitoring Programme is the ambition to improve the information exchange with regard to public health. Under this programme, the EFCOSUM project delivered guidelines for making available data more comparable for a minimum set of dietary health indicators and developed a proposal for collecting dietary intake data for monitoring purposes on a national level, with a method that provides internationally comparable results (including calibration of existing methodology). Recommendations were given on the operationalization of a European food consumption survey, software tools and uniform presentation and analysis of the data. The data, considerations and conditions that led to the final result of the project are discussed in detail in this supplement.
